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Short Abstract 
When sponsoring one team in a competitive sporting context, sponsor brands risk generating 
potentially negative attitudes among fans of the opposing team. In the current work we conducted 
a longitudinal field experiment to examine sports fans’ attitudes toward favored- and opposing-
team sponsors across time. Fans’ attitudes were assessed at five key time-points around a major 
three-game rugby league series. While fans did show more positive attitudes toward sponsors of 
their favored-team, attitudes toward both favored- and opposing-team sponsors improved across 
time. The team effect was present across all levels of fan identification examined, but was 
stronger for higher identification levels.  
 
Extended Abstract 
The literature on commercial sponsorship generally indicates that consumers have positive 
attitudes toward brands that engage in sponsorship (Carrillat and d'Astous, 2012; Cornwell, 
Weeks, and Roy, 2005; Grohs, Wagner, and Vsetecka, 2004). This can occur at an implicit level 
since consumers learn to associate the brand with the sponsored entity, but also more consciously 
since consumers understand that sponsors provide necessary funds to support the sponsored 
entity (Cornwell, Weeks, and Roy, 2005; Walliser, 2003). The assumption that consumers 
respond positively undoubtedly helps to drive the considerable investment within this industry 
($57.5 billion projected for 2015; International Events Group, 2015). Recently however, research 
has been reported that suggests this assumption should be qualified. Specifically, it has been 
proposed that within the domain of sports sponsorship (which represents approximately 70% of 
sponsorship spending worldwide; International Events Group, 2015), consumers who identify as 
fans of one team will hold negative attitudes toward sponsors of rival teams, thus making this 
type of sponsorship potentially detrimental for those brands (Bee and Dalakas, 2015; Bergkvist, 
2012). Although this makes intuitive sense, additional considerations may need to be taken into 
account. While fans might have an overall preference for their own team’s sponsor, as familiarity 
for all sponsors increases through exposure across the duration of an event, it is possible that 
even rival teams’ sponsors will be viewed more favorably. Longitudinal research is needed to 
show these types of effects. 
Sponsorship effects are often believed to accrue across time as consumers receive greater 
exposure to sponsorship information (Cornwell et al., 2006; Weeks, Cornwell, and Drennan, 
2008). Thus, research suggesting negative effects for opposing-team sponsors based on cross-
sectional designs may only tell part of the story (e.g., Bee and Dalakas, 2015; Bergkvist, 2012). 
We expect that if changes in attitudes across time are considered, then improvements will be 
observed not only for the favored-team sponsor, but also for the opposing-team sponsor. While 
we do expect that the favored team sponsor will be rated higher overall, both teams should see a 
benefit over time. We draw on social identity theory to explain why consumers will show more 
positive attitudes toward the sponsor of their favored-team (Hogg & Turner, 1985; White and 
Dahl, 2007). We propose that improved attitudes across time might be expected for both types of 
sponsor however, since fans also come to associate these brands with the sport in general, which 
represents a superordinate group identity (Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 
1993). That is, while fans will naturally feel more positively toward their own team’s sponsor, 
they may also show more positive attitudes toward opposing-team sponsors across time, since 
those sponsors are linked with the sport in general, to which the fan also has an affinity.   
Current Study 
To test these ideas we conducted a large-scale longitudinal field experiment. Our context was a 
major rugby league competition held annually between two teams from opposing states in 
Australia. Rivalry between the two state teams is strong, thus providing a useful platform to 
examine differences in attitudes across fans. The competition involves three games held across 
three months, allowing for an examination of longitudinal changes in attitude. Each team has 
several established sponsors, including two sets of matched sponsors (banks: the home-stadium 
sponsor of each team was a major bank, and insurance companies: each team was sponsored by a 
major insurance company) thus allowing for direct comparisons across two types of sponsor.  
Method 
To ensure true fans were sampled, data were collected by having the two organizing bodies for 
each team post links to our data collection instrument on their official social media pages 
(Facebook). Links were posted and data collected at five time-points (Time 1 was one week prior 
to the competition commencing, Time 2, 3, and 4 were after each of the three games, and Time 5 
was approximately six months after the competition). We collected data on fans’ preferred team, 
level of identification and attitudes toward sponsor brands. We obtained between 800 and 1300 
usable responses at each time-point, split across the two teams. To allow for an examination of 
differences across varying levels of fandom, we divided our sample into four groups based on 
intensity of fan identification (low, moderate, high, and extreme). Thus, for each category of 
sponsor we employed a 2 (fan group) x 4 (identification level) x 5 (time-point) x 2 (team-
sponsor) design. Fan group, identification level, and time-point were between-subjects variables, 
while team-sponsor was a within-subjects variable. Attitude toward each sponsor was our 
dependent measure. 
 
Results 
Key results showed a strong cross-over interaction between fan group and team-sponsor for the 
bank sponsor brands, with fans of each team rating their own team’s sponsor more favorably than 
the opposing team’s sponsor. This interaction was also significant for the insurance company 
sponsors, however a complete cross-over did not occur, with Blues fans rating both insurance 
sponsors similarly. There was also a significant interaction between fan group, team-sponsor and 
identification level for both the bank and insurance brands. Follow-up analyses revealed this was 
due to the fan group and team-sponsor interaction being particularly strong among extreme fans, 
and then becoming progressively weaker for fans with lower levels of identification, although 
notably remaining significant across all levels of identification for both types of sponsor. 
In terms of time-based effects, there was a significant main effect of time-point for banks, due to 
improvements in attitude across the duration of the event (with something of a “return to 
baseline” at time-point 5, approximately six months later). This did not interact with team-
sponsor, indicating the pattern of improvement across time held for both favored- and opposing-
team sponsors. There was also a significant effect of time-point for insurance brands with overall 
attitudes improving across time (and again dropping off at time-point 5, approximately six 
months after the event). This did not interact with team-sponsor. Here however, there was less 
distinction between sponsors for one group of fans, possibly since this specific opposition-team 
sponsor is involved with additional rugby league sponsorships outside of this event. This may 
also help to explain the absence of a full cross-over interaction for the insurance company 
sponsors.  
Discussion 
In line with recent work, our results show that sports fans do respond more positively to favored-
team sponsors compared to opposing-team sponsors. Importantly however, our results also reveal 
that attitudes can improve across time (at least across the duration of the event), for both favored- 
and opposing-team sponsors. At a theoretical level, this highlights the need to consider that 
people can hold multiple overlapping identities (e.g., subgroup-specific identities as well as 
superordinate group identities), and that these need to be taken into account when making 
predictions about consumer attitudes in group settings, such as in sport. For brands engaged in 
sponsorship in team sport contexts, these findings suggest that while sponsoring one team may 
not result in similarly positive attitudes across all fan groups, there may still be general benefits 
across time. Our results for insurance brands (specifically for Blues fans) suggests that sponsors 
might be able to mitigate some of the attitudinal differences across fan groups by sponsoring 
events beyond just those linked to one of the teams. The current work additionally reinforces the 
need to employ longitudinal designs when evaluating sponsorship effects which may accrue 
across time. 
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